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This marvellous, two-volume work is the third in a series of
regional floras of Western Australia, written by the staff of the
Western Australian Herbarium. It deals with the vascular
plants, both native and introduced, of the coastal strip 200km
long at the extreme southwestern tip of Western Australia,
from just south of Bunbury to just west of Denmark. Altogether
2 060 species are treated (1 623 native and 437 alien).
This is essentially a work for the novice botanist or non-
taxonomist and as such it is a model of simplicity and clari-
ty. Every aspect of the work, from text to design and layout
is aimed at turning the business of naming a plant species
from a task into a treat. Specialised botanical terminology
truly has been reduced to a minimum, with an effect that is
both immediate and positive. What a delight to find that the
megasporangia of Isoetes, so critical for specific determina-
tions, are very obviously called spore-cases, or that the
pollen-presenters of Proteaceae have been simplified to
style-ends. Naturally there are some basic terms that are not
amenable to further reduction and a glossary takes care of
these, again simply and succinctly. Another innovation is the
mini-glossaries that preface some of those families which
have their own particular, specialised terminology. Here you
will find terms such as phyllode and wings, that are particu-
lar to Papilionaceae, or pappus, ligule and partial head, that
apply to Asteraceae.
Volume 1 contains introductory material, keys to the gen-
era and the treatment of the ferns and their allies, and the
monocotyledons, while volume 2 is dedicated to the dicotyle-
dons. A very short Introduction provides some basic informa-
tion on climate, vegetation and floristics, along with notes on
the arrangement and coverage of the text. This is followed by
221 pages of keys to the genera. But wait! this is not the sci-
entific swamp that is so often given a wide berth by the cau-
tious; this is a garden of information well provided with paths.
Navigating the key is a three stage process that begins with
choosing the correct key based on flower colour. These are
nicely shown by a coloured strip along the leading edge of
the page. Stage two involves selecting an appropriate flower
shape from a chart illustrating a range of options that are then
more fully explained. These options correspond to more or
less recognisable floral morphologies, determined by number
of petals or more general form of the perianth (pea-like or
orchid-like) or inflorescence (daisy-like or head-like). Once
flower colour and form have been selected then it is a matter
of turning to the appropriate page in the key and following
more conventional dichotomous leads to the generic name.
To assist here, the final choices are clearly illustrated with line
drawings showing the features in question. These are most-
ly very clear but the occasional arrow pointing out a particu-
lar feature would not have gone astray (the beak on the fruit
of Raphanus and Brassica, for instance, or the stipules in
Corrigiola). Although many flowers are readily referred to one
of the options there are always those which can be interpret-
ed in more than one way and these have been included in
more than one key. Having compiled similar aids to identifi-
cation myself I can vouch for their value.
The arrangement of the species is alphabetical, first by
family, then genus and finally species. Each species is illus-
trated by a line drawing showing some aspect of the mor-
phology that is critical in identifying it. These range from a
simple detail of the leaf sheath or blade, through whole flow-
ers to complete plants as required (or depending on what
illustrations were available). The text that accompanies each
species provides the botanical name (and common name
when coined), followed by an abbreviated, one or two line
pen-picture that highlights the critical features. This is
intended for those, and there are many, who balk at reading
even the most basic botanical description. They will have no
excuse here. Who can complain, with any justification, that
they cannot distinguish between the Blue and Lilac Sun
Orchids when all they have to do is compare ‘Slender herb;
leaf linear; flowers blue with darker veins, column purple
with yellow tips’ with ‘Slender herb; leaf linear, ribbed; flow-
ers lilac-blue, column blue with yellow tip’. And the columns
are illustrated! This fools’ guide is followed by notes on habi-
tat, distribution within and outside of the area covered and
flowering time. Finally, for those of us who do not mind read-
ing, there is a fuller, more detailed description, complete with
heights and sizes.
I cannot recommend this work too highly. It is a pleasure
to see such concern for detail combined with a very real
appreciation of the needs of the users. The Flora of the
South West is an enviable model to follow and, more than
anything else, will get me packing a travel bag for Perth.
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